THE     FUGITIVE               797
the widow back.  One of them, a youngster with bristling
hair, whispered to the Fomin man :
" What are you swinging your rifle for, eh ? It's easy
enough to kill a woman ! You go and show your pluck out
in the fields, we can all be brave in the backyards ! "
Fomin rode off at a walking pace to the fence, then stood
in his stirrups.
" Cossacks ! Think it over well! " he cried, addressing
the slowly dispersing crowd. " We're asking you decently
enough now, but we'll be back in a week, and then we'll
talk in a different language ! "
For some reason his mood had changed to one of merriment
and, laughing, holding in his prancing horse, he shouted :
f' We're not cowards ! You can't frighten us with women's
. . . arses ! We've seen them pockmarked, and with all sorts
of other marks. We'll come back, and if none of you joins
our detachments voluntarily we shall mobilise all the young
cossacks by force ' Understand that { We haven't got time
to cuddle you and gaze into your eyes ! "
Laughter and animated conversation arose among the
crowd, which had halted for a moment. Still smiling,
Fomin gave the order :
" To horse ! "
Livid with suppressed laughter, Gregor rode off to his
troop.
Extended along the miry road, the Fomin detachment
rode over the top of the rise, and the inhospitable village
was concealed from sight. But Gregor still smiled from
time to time as he thought: " It's a good thing we cossacks
like our fun. Jokes are more frequent guests with us than
sorrow, and God grant that it may always be so, for if life
were all serious I'd have hanged myself long ago/' His
cheerful mood remained with him for a long time, and only
at the halt did he think anxiously and bitterly that they
were not going to succeed in raising the cossacks, and that
all Fomin's schemes were doomed to inevitable disaster.